Alkaloids and saponins in dietary supplements of blue cohosh (Caulophyllum thalictroides).
Preparations of blue cohosh (Caulophyllum thalictroides) have been used traditionally by Native Americans for medicinal purposes. Dietary supplements containing dried roots or extracts of blue cohosh rhizomes are available as dietary supplements. The safety and efficacy of these preparations have not been systematically evaluated. Recent studies indicate that ingestion of specific alkaloids in blue cohosh preparations can produce birth defects and neonatal heart failure. Blue cohosh also contains saponins, which may be responsible for uterine-stimulating effects. We determined the amounts of major alkaloids and saponins in preparations of blue cohosh by high-performance liquid chromatography (HPLC). Alkaloids and saponins were monitored with a photodiode array detector and an evaporative light-scattering detector, respectively. Profiles were compared with those of authenticated blue cohosh root extracts. Identities of the alkaloids and saponins were confirmed by HPLC/mass spectrometry and nuclear magnetic resonance spectrometry. Calculations based on the results of analyses of dietary supplements showed that maximum daily intake of alkaloids and saponins will vary with the form (e.g., root, liquid extract) and doses recommended in product labeling. Intakes may vary from < 1 to 75 mg/day for alkaloids and from about 9 to 420 mg/day for saponins.